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Assassination and Obsession 

From Lincoln to JFK, the Murders on Our Minds 



By Michael R. Beschloss 



ECADES AFTER the president’s mur- 
der, someone advanced the theory that 
he was killed by conspirators in the U.S. 
military complex who were alarmed that their 
commander-in-chief was going soft on the ad- 
versary. The popular treatment of this notion 
became a national sensation. When journalists 
and academics denounced it, the author bitter- 
ly branded them fools of an Establishment 
coverup. 

This refers not to Oliver Stone, but to a Chi- 
cago chemist-businessman named Otto Eisen- 
schiml, who in 1937 published a book called 
“Why Was Lincoln Murdered?" Chosen by the 
Book-of-the-Month Club, it argued that Sec- 
retary of War Edwin Stanton orchestrated Lin- 
coln’s murder in order to prolong the U.S. 
government’s militance toward the defeated 
South and benefit Stanton’s own constituency. 

In the wake, of John F. Kennedy’s assassi- 
nation, distraught Americans strained to find 
superficial similarities between the 35th pres- 
ident and the 16tja (for example, each was 
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elected in the 61st year of his century, each 
fought for civil rights and was succeeded by a 
Southerner named Johnson). As with Lincoln, 
once the immediate trauma of Kennedy’s 
death began to fade, a cottage industry sprang 
up, producing literally hundreds of mutually 
contradictory boks lambasting the official ver- 
sion of the crime. It has come to seem that the 
most lasting parallel between the two leaders 
may turn out to be the degree to which their 
deaths continue to haunt the American imag- 
ination. 

A historian would like to think that the con- 
tinuing national obsession with the Kennedy 
assassination is an expression of healthy cu- 
riosityiabout lingering historical (questions. But 
Americans do not seem to be quite so aroused 
about such less dramatic issues a$ *yhy Harry 
Truman fired Douglas MacArthur or whether 
Dwight Eisenhower should have; authorized 
the Interstate Highway System. Neither of . 
these subjects would have caught the eye of ' 
Oliver Stone and his investors. 

Why does the interest in Dallas remain so 
intense? One reason is trivial. Some Americans 
treat the subject as a parlor game, with the 
same curiosity that causes some people to 
steep themselves in the lore of such mysteries 
See KENNEDY, C4, Col. 1 
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